THE  FIRST  BEGINNINGS  AND  THE  MIDDLE  AGES

The mayor of the palace, at first merely chief steward of the King's
household, later became an intermediary between the King and his other
companions. When a whole sequence of kings showed great weakness
and inability to govern, the palace mayors of Austrasia found themselves
leaders of an independent aristocracy. For a century this high office passed
from father to son in a family originally coming from the banks of the
Meuse whose name was Pepin (a name still preserved in the Belgian
town of Pepinster). In succession Pepin of Landen, called the Old, Pcpin
of Herstal and Charles Martel were die heads of diis family and of the
kingdom. Charles Martel reigned de facto over Austrasia and Neustria for
twenty-six years. He had shaped a body of rugged Prankish infantry,
with which, near Poitiers, he stopped in its tracks a raiding party sent
out by the Arab Governor of Spain (732). This victory did not put an
end to Saracen incursions; France's soudiem coast, lacking a fleet for its
defence, remained open to their attack for two more centuries, but
Europe and Christendom had been saved. Pope Gregory III, wider
threat in Rome from the Lombards, sent Charles Martel the keys to the
tomb of Saint Peter and asked him to replace, as protector of the Roman
Church, the all-too-remote Byzantine emperor. Here was a clever
diplomatic move on the pontiff's part, for the Roman Church could hope
for nothing from the iconoclast emperors of Constantinople and had
everydiing to fear from die Lombards, whose capital, Pavia, was too close
to Rome for comfort. Charles Martel, a loyal Cadiolic, lived on the other
side of the Alps, which made him a desirable protector. He refused diis
honour because he already had heavy military burdens, but Rome would
never again forget that only the Franks thenceforth had the strength to
defend the Church.

Thus, in the chaos of the eighth century, two Powers continued to exist
in western Europe: the Prankish army of die Pepins and die Papacy.
The power of the Bishop of Rome was on die increase; lie liad the
prestige of being Saint Peter's successor; he owned great domains and,
since the fall of die Western Empire, was no longer dependent, like odacr
bishops, on a territorial sovereign. The authority of the Roman pontiffs
had been widened by die conversion of Great Britain, for although Italy,
Spain and Gaul had been evangelized by independent missions, Rome her-
self had converted England and then had drawn upon the religious
communities across the Channel in order to obtain apostles to bring die
faith to the Germans. One of diese missionaries, Saint Boniface, friend
of Charles Mattel's son, Pepin the Short, negotiated an agreement be-